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Abstract 
This article reports on a study that made a comparison between traditional pair work in which students were merely asked to 
form pairs and work with a partner and cooperative pair work in which they received training in essential collaborative skills. 
To this end, 68 Iranian EGAP university students majoring in Biological Sciences participated in this study. The participants 
were randomly assigned to an experimental and a comparison group. The participants in both groups were asked to do a 
vocabulary gap-fill activity. While the participants in the comparison group formed traditional pairs (without receiving any 
training) the participants in the experimental group formed cooperative pairs (by receiving training in collaborative skills). 
The findings revealed that the participants who formed cooperative pairs significantly outperformed the participants who 
formed traditional pairs. This indicates that pair work will be more effective and maximize further learning when students 
learn how they ought to cooperate with each other 
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1. Introduction 
     The use of pair and small-group activities is an indispensable part of communicative language teaching (CLT). 
This is largely due to the emphasis that communicative approaches lay on fostering interaction among second 
language (L2) learners. Proponents of CLT argue that pair and small-group activities have a number of noted 
pedagogical advantages. Harmer [1], for example, maintains that pair work maximizes the amount of speaking 
time in the class. Similarly, Brown [2] contends that group work generates interactive work and fosters learner 
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responsibility and autonomy. In the same vein, Long and Porter [3] are of the opinion that group work motivates 
learners and reduces stress among shy and linguistically insecure learners, because it promotes a positive 
affective climate.  
     Despite these advantages, there are a number of arguments against the use of pair and small-group work. The 
main disadvantages noted by Brown [2] and McDonough and Shaw [4] are discipline problems, noisy classes, 
work individually. In addition, some students think it is very unlikely that they will learn from a peer and hence 
complain that they are being cheated. 
While many of the above arguments are true, it should not be forgotten that they are mostly concerned with 
to talk in their first language, for 
example, can be handled through close monitoring. Similarly, the teacher can overcome the problem of 
complaining students simply by explaining the advantages of working in pairs or groups to them. Nevertheless, 
teachers should keep a watchful eye on the learners who prefer to work alone. No force should ever be used to 
push individuals into pairs or groups as long as they prefer to work on their own. 
     In addition to the pedagogical justifications mentioned above, the use of pair and small-group activities is 
supported from a theoretical perspective. Research in cooperative learning for almost four decades has indicated 
positive learning gains for those who work together compared to those who work individually. This issue will be 
examined further in the next section. 
 
2. Cooperative learning 
      
According to Johnson et al. [5], cooperative learning is the instructional use of small groups through which 
ing. It should be noted that a group consists of 
at least two people and hence a pair can be viewed as a group, too. In cooperative learning, students work 
together to achieve a shared goal. This is often contrasted with competitive learning in which students work 
against each other to see who performs better, and individualistic learning in which students have independent 
goals and hence work independently of each other. Jolliffe [6] argues that true cooperative learning consists of 
two key elements: positive interdependence and individual accountability.  
     Positive interdependence, namely we sink or swim together requires each learner in a small group to 
contribute to the learning of the other members of the group. Each member should realize that his or her efforts 
would benefit not only himself or herself but all other members of the group as well. As Johnson and Johnson [7] 
observe, positive interdependence is characterized by both positive goal interdependence and other positive 
interdependence types such as positive reward interdependence. Positive goal interdependence involves 
reminding students of three responsibilities: responsibility for learning the assigned material, responsibility for 
helping all other members of the group to learn the assigned material, and responsibility for making sure that all 
other class members have learned the assigned material. Likewise, positive reward interdependence is likely to be 
ensured through providing group rewards. For example, the teacher can announce that if all members of a group 
achieve a high score, say above 90 percent on a given test, each member will receive five extra points. 
Individual accountability, namely no hitchhiking means that each member within a group is responsible for 
doing his or her own s
the work of the other members of the group. They further argue that the performance of each student ought to be 
assessed and be given back not only to that individual but also to the group to determine who needs more help, 
support, or encouragement in completing the assigned task. This ensures the ultimate goal of cooperative 
learning, which is making each student within a group a stronger individual. 
     Apart from the above two key elements of cooperative learning, there is one more essential ingredient, namely 
interpersonal and small-
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skills cover both academic skills such as following instructions, managing time, generating ideas, etc. and 
interpersonal skills such as listening to others, valuing others, encouraging, etc.  
     Cooperative learning is an exciting way of involving students and research indicates that it has many 
advantages. Jolliffe [6:6] summarizes the advantages of cooperative learning in three main categories as follows: 
 Improvements in leaning through greater productivity, more time on task, greater problem-solving, etc. 
 Improvements in interpersonal relationships through establishing friendship between peers, a greater 
sense of belonging and mutual support, etc. 
 Improvements in psychological health and social competence through improved self-worth, increased 
self-confidence, greater independence, etc. 
 
An important point worth considering at this point is whether dividing students into groups to do an assigned 
task would be counted as cooperative learning. To answer this question, we need to be aware of different types of 
groups. Johnson and Johnson [8] describe four types, two of which are related to the theme of the present paper: 
traditional group and cooperative group. 
     In a traditional group, students are assigned to work together and they accept to do so. Students, however, 
believe that they will be evaluated as individuals, not group members. Besides, the given assignments are 
structured so that very little joint work is done. If there is any interaction, it is simply done for the sake of 
clarifying how the work is to be done. Helping and sharing in a traditional group is minimized and even some 
students might wish to benefit from the efforts of their hard working members. As a result, according to Johnson 
 
     In contrast, a cooperative group is one whose members commit themselves to promoting their own and one 
st, group 
members have a shared goal to pursue and in doing so roll up their sleeves to accomplish something beyond their 
individual capabilities. Second, all group members hold one another accountable to do high-quality work for the 
sake of achieving their mutual goal. Third, they work face-to-face to make joint products. Fourth, they are taught 
interpersonal and small-group skills, and finally they continuously discuss ways through which they can improve 
the quality of their work and hence their learning. Needless to say, these characteristics reflect the key elements 
of cooperative learning and that is why groups possessing these features are called cooperative groups. 
     Pair and small-group activities are vehicles through which cooperative learning can be implemented. In recent 
years, there have been a number of studies in both EFL (English as a foreign language) and ESL (English as a 
second language) settings that have explored the effect of pair work on a variety of form-focused activities. This 
will be examined below. 
 
3. Pair work and form-focused activities 
      
Examining the effect of pair and small-group work on form-focused tasks has been the topic of a number of 
interesting studies for more than a decade. Working with ESL students in Australia, Storch [9] had the 
participants complete a series of grammar-focused exercises (a cloze exercise, a text reconstruction, and a short 
composition). There were two isomorphic versions to these exercises.The first version was done individually and 
the other was completed in pairs. The findings showed that pair work had a positive effect on overall grammatical 
accuracy of the participants.   
     Kuiken and Vedder [10], employing a pretest-posttest experimental design, examined the difference between 
collaborative and individual work on the acquisition of the passive form by 34 Dutch high school students. While 
the participants in the experimental group performed two dictogloss tasks by reconstructing them in small groups 
of three or four, the participants in the control group reconstructed the same texts individually. The quantitative 
analysis of the posttests showed that there were no significant differences between both groups. This suggests 
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that group work did not result in better acquisition of the passive construction compared to individual work. 
Nevertheless, a subsequent qualitative analysis indicated that numerous instances of collaborative work had 
resulted in noticing the passive forms. 
     In another study, Storch [11] compared the effect of pair and individual work on a text-editing task in ESL 
tertiary classes in Australia. Storch did not observe any significant differences in the mean accuracy score of texts 
edited collaboratively in pairs compared to those edited individually.Yet, analysis of the transcribed talk showed 
that pair work was useful for the students, since it involved them in negotiation for form through a number of 
interactional moves such as seeking confirmation or giving explicit and implicit negative feedback. 
     In a recent study, 
task in Iran. The participants in the experimental group completed the task collaboratively in pairs, but the 
participants in the control group completed it individually. The conversational cloze task consisted of three types 
performance in the collaborative mode was significantly better than their performance in the individual mode.  
In another recent study, Baleghizadeh [13] investigated the impact of pair work on a word-building task with 
Iranian university students majoring in English literature. The participants in the experimental group filled in the 
gaps in two incomplete texts with the correct form of the given words in pairs, while the participants in the 
control group completed the same task individually. The results revealed that pair work significantly improved 
ord-building task.   
     Finally, and more recently, Baleghizadeh [14] examined the effect of pair work on a cloze elide task with 
another group of Iranian university students majoring in English literature. Their performance on two similar 
cloze elide tasks was compared while working in pairs in the experimental group and working individually in the 
Moreover, working with a partner dramatically maximized time on task and made the students more motivated. 
The overall conclusion drawn from most of the studies mentioned above is that learners tend to perform better 
on a variety of form-focused tasks (e.g., text reconstruction, cloze elide, dictogloss, etc.) when they work in pairs 
(the experimental condition) compared to when they work individually (the control condition). However, none of 
these studies compared the performance of learners in traditional pairs with their performance in cooperative 
pairs. Given this gap, there is a need for a study that sets out to explore the differential effects of working in pairs 
in these two conditions on another form-focused activity, namely a gap-fill vocabulary exercise. The present 
study, therefore, is an attempt to answer the following question: Do the learners who work in cooperative pairs 
complete the assigned gap-fill vocabulary activity better than those who form traditional pairs? 
 
4. Method 
 
4.1. Participants 
      
The participants for this study were 68 Iranian university students (38 females and 30 males) majoring in 
Biological Sciences at Shahid Beheshti University in Tehran, Iran. They were all young students with an average 
age of 19 and their level of English language proficiency, measured by a paper-based version of the TOEFL test, 
ranged from a high of 490 to a low of 450. The participants were randomly assigned to an experimental (n=44) 
and a comparison (n=24) group. They were taking an English for general academic purposes (EGAP) course at 
the time of the treatment. The participants in the experimental group, students of zoology and botany, were 
members of two intact classes both taught by the same instructor and the participants in the comparison group, 
students of microbiology, were members of another intact class taught by another instructor. The instructors were 
two young women holding an MA degree in TEFL. 
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4.2. Material  
     
The only material used in this study was a gap-fill vocabulary activity consisting of twenty sentences along 
with twenty-one words in a separate box. The words were the items that the participants had encountered before. 
The participants were required to fill in the gap in each sentence with one of the given words. Needless to say, 
there was one extra word that would not fit into any of the blanks. The maximum score for this activity was 20. 
 
4.3. Procedure 
 
As mentioned earlier, the participants were divided into two groups. The participants in the comparison group 
were asked to form self-selected pairs in order to do the assigned activity. Each member of the pair received a 
copy of the activity and was responsible to do it. However, they were allowed to receive help from or offer help 
to their partner as members of a pair. The participants in this group did not receive any training in collaborative 
skills and were not informed of cooperative learning elements. Therefore, it can be argued that they were working 
as members of traditional pairs.  
     The participants in the experimental group also formed self-selected pairs and did the same activity. However, 
in order to maximize participation and ensure that they would pursue a shared goal, each pair received two copies 
of the activity but submitted only one, which was the outcome of their joint efforts.  In addition, for three 
consecutive sessions, the course instructor provided the participants in the experimental group with some training 
in interpersonal and collaborative skills and informed them of the principles of cooperative learning. For 
example, they were taught skills such as asking for help, encouraging, disagreeing politely, paraphrasing, 
listening attentively, etc. In sum, following Johnson and Johnson [7: 29] they were made aware of two 
u! and how can I help you to 
 
There was no time limit set to complete the given activity. On average, the participants in the comparison 
group were 15 and the participants in the experimental group were 19 minutes on task. The instructors in both 
groups audio recorded the interactions between some of the pairs for further analysis. 
 
5. Result 
      
Table 1 displays the descriptive data for both groups. There were 24 participants in the comparison group and 44 
in the experimental group. However, since the 22 pairs in the experimental group submitted only one copy of the 
assignment, the number of people in this group is reduced to 22. As we can see, the mean score of the 
experimental group (16.40) is higher than the mean score of the comparison group (13.04).  
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for both groups 
 
Groups                   N                 M                  SD 
Comparison           24              13.04             1.78 
Experimental         22              16.40             1.50 
 
     An independent samples t-test was used to decide whether the difference between the mean scores is 
statistically significant or not. The result obtained through using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS) showed a statistically significant difference t(44)=6.9, p=0.001. This suggests that the participants in the 
experimental group significantly outperformed their peers in the comparison group. 
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6. Discussion and conclusion 
      
The present study was an attempt to examine the performance of Iranian EGAP students on a gap-fill 
vocabulary activity in cooperative pairs compared to traditional pairs. The obtained result indicates that the 
cooperative pairs completed the assigned task significantly better than the traditional pairs. This could be 
attributed to the presence of certain cooperative learning elements in the experimental group. First and foremost, 
there is the element of positive interdependence which gives rise to promotive interaction. According to Johnson 
efforts to achieve, complete tasks, and produce in order to reach the gr
comparison group also worked in pairs, promotive interaction is more likely to have been created between the 
pairs in the experimental group mainly because they were required to come up with a joint production. 
Obviously, when two learners are asked to produce one single copy of a given task, they pool their joint efforts to 
do something better than what they would have been able to do individually. Thus, when learners have a shared 
goal and their efforts result in joint production, promotive interaction is enhanced, as a result of which learners 
provide each other with more positive feedback, seek more information from each other, and strive more for 
mutual benefit. As witnessed by the instructor of the experimental group, these features were prevalent among 
the cooperative pairs. 
     Another cooperative learning element likely to have resulted in the better performance of the experimental 
group is that they were more aware of interpersonal and collaborative skills needed to solve the problems they 
encountered. As mentioned previously, these skills are called the lubricant of cooperative work which help 
learners listen more attentively, encourage each other, reach agreement, and resolve conflicts more easily. These 
skills were more frequently employed by the participants in the experimental group because they had received 
some training in using them and therefore were able to establish social support. As Johnson and Johnson [7] 
argue, social support provides learners with emotional concern, instrumental aid, information, and appraisal, all 
of which are necessary elements to improve the quality of joint work when learners work in pairs or small 
groups. 
     Finally, the better performance of the participants in the experimental group might have been due to the time 
factor. As mentioned earlier, the pairs in the experimental group, on average, were five minutes longer on task 
than the pairs in the comparison group. One probable explanation for this is that they were required to create joint 
production and hence needed more time to resolve the problems that they encountered. As a result, they were 
involved in longer exchanges. The following extracts were recorded when the learners in both groups were 
working on one of the items in the gap-fill activity. The sentence that the learners had to complete by selecting 
 
 
S1. What is answer for 6 [she means item No. 6]? 
S2. Evolution. 
S1. Oh, thank you [She immediately copies the word in the blank]. 
(Typical exchange from traditional pairs) 
S3. What is word for number 6? I wrote habitat. 
 
S4. Why? Why habitat wrong? 
S3. Process of evolution not process of habitat, evolution we should write here. 
S4. Yes billions of years say for evolution. 
(Typical exchange from cooperative pairs) 
      
The first extract typically shows that the learners were not working cooperatively. The first learner simply 
copies the correct word in her task sheet without making any contribution to the learning process. In contrast, the 
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second extract is more elaborate and involves more exchanges which finally convince S4 that the correct word is 
activity. 
     The findings of this study have a very important pedagogical implication. Although research shows that, 
that simply placing students near each other and assigning them to do an activity in pairs does not guarantee that 
high-quality peer interaction will result. In these pairs, students might even ignore each other. To qualify as pair 
work, learners should work cooperatively, which means that they should not only engage in joint work for 
making a shared product but also be trained in collaborative skills to promote social support.  
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